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CHRISTMAS, 1902

The Bushranger’'s Gift.

Christmas in Australia.

It Is hard for us dwellers in the
north to reallze what Christmas
weather i# In the antipodes. Hot and
dusty and dispiriting, it would seem
there counld be little thought of re
joicing at such a geason, but the fes-
tival spirit was strong In the race
which fashioned far-off Australin into
a great country, and it will not be
robbed of Its traditional merrymaking.

#uch a merrymaking had been
planmed at the farm of John Wickham,
near whai (s now the city of Victoria,
but then (In 1842) a lonely sheep-herd-
er's home, for In February, Milly,
Wickham's daughter, was to marry
Frank Goodwin, a rider on the adjoin-
ing farm, though many miles away,
and Frank was to epend the week
with them,

Naturally the girl had been looking
forward impatiently to this visit of her
lover. Distances in thowe days were
Immense, and the only means of travel
was the horse, so that the young peo-
ple did not see each other very often,
and Milly was almost counting the
hours that must elapse before his ar-
rival,

On Chrigstmas eve she stood In the
twilight at the door of the rude house,
and watched anxiously for Frank's
coming. He was late, for she had ex-
.pected him since the morning, and
these were the days of the bushrang.
ers. If Frank had been waylaid by
them, she thought, with a shudder
there would be little merrymaking for
her.

Milly stood there for some time,
shading her eyes with her hand and
peering in the direction from which
she expected her lover to appear. The
sound of fast-falling hoofs rapidly
nearing her caused an expression of
joy to crows her face, still mingled
with a lttle anxiety, for Frank had
not given the joyful “Coo-ee!” which
he always sounded at the same. dis-
tance, and hér heart misgave her that
the fast-coming rider could not be him,
but a casual stranger.

Rapidly the horse drew nearer, tak-
ing shape in the darkness, and stil]l no
joyful bhall from the rider. Alarmed,
she hastily sounded the wellknown
call, . No answer! Then with a mad
mish which told of his terror, the horse
—his horse—rushed past her and
stood trembling In the yard, to which
his instinet had brought him for sare-
ty, and Milly saw that the saddle was
empiy!

Quickly calling to her father inside
the house, she hastened to calm the
terrified horse, and lead him to the
door. The llght from the lantern held
by her father showed her what she
had feared to gee—the saddle wet with
blood.

No accident with which the rider
might bave met could account for that
dark stain, and the terror displayed by
the horse was proof positive that a
tragedy had been enacted. The one
gquestion now in Milly's mind was
whether there was yet time to help
her Jover. He might be dylng on the
trall, or—as bad, or worse—a helpless
prisoner In the hands of the Dbush-
rangers.

Her mind was made up Instantly.

Without a thought of the danger she
faced, or stopping to answer her fath-
er's call to her to walt, she sprang on
the back of the horse, which knew her
well, and turned his head In the direc-
tion of the bush, where she knew her
lover was elther dead or in the hands
of the rangers.

What she meant to do she hardly
knew. Fear she felt none, and the
wild ride and the thought of what she
might meet stirred her blood to mad-
pess. A few minutes of fierce galiop-
ing and she reallzed that in her haste
she might pass the object of her
pearch If he had been wounded and
fallen from his horse, though she fell |
suré the falthful beast would npot |
have deserted his master, and that her
lover must be a prisoner.

Checking the speed of her horse, she
rode along for some time, scanning
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trail, and peering anxiously on each
side, dreading to see what might meet
her gaze, but ready for anything that
would end the suspense, Several
times dark patches of rank grass took
the shape of the object of her search,
and after each slight pause she rode
on with her heart alternately lighter
and heavier—lighter because the sus-
pleious looking object was not the
body of her Frank, and heavier ag she
realized that each step into the bush
carried her into danger from the out-
laws who had thelr hiding places thera
and it was In one of these she well
knew shé would find her lover, If, in-
doed, she was fortunate enough to find
him at all

Riding at an easy canter, Milly was
well into the “bush” when the gleam
of a light from a camp fire shone be-
fore her. Fitfully it showed, as if In
a gully or smong rocks, and on the
soft grass she drew closer without dis-

— —

yond the glare of the fire, & dark bun-
dle which her heart told her was what
she had come to find.

Upcertain what the advent of thelr
visitor might mean, the men stood
silent for a few minutes; then the
leader sald gruffly:

“You're a long way off the trail,
aln’t ye, mige? Did you come to spend
Christmas with us®™.

The gang good-naturedly echoed the
guffaw their captain gave at this sally
of wit, but the girl'mow realized the
danger she was in, and her brain
worked rapidly. Rough, and often
cruel, ware these rangers of the bush,
but deeds of generosity were not un.
known to them. 8She would make an
appeal.

In n volee the steadiness of which
astonished her, she answered: “No, I
can't stop. I came for a Christmas
present.”

Milly saw In an instant by the faces

NEW YEAR, 1903

ed man In an agony of fear.

The band drew closer, and one of
them sald: “He aln't hurt bad. May-
be his arm's broke. Let's bring him
to the fire”

As they lifted him, and Milly bent
{7 pen hls faceshe caught her breath
in fright, for he was unconsclous, and
1 wild fear that he might be dead
shiot through her,

The movement, however, must have
caused him paln, for he groaned, and
Milly tenderly passed her handker
chiet over his lips and face.

“You ean have him, tow you've
come for him, though he'd make ®
lkely ranger,” spoke up the Jeader;
“though I don't see how you're golng
in carry him. He can't ride & horse,
that's sure.”

St somowhat gsurprised at her
friendly reception, and wondering
dimly if the men were cruelly joking
with her, Milly determined to play
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covery. BSuddenly she was sharply
challenged, and a startled sentry fired
point blank st her, but the surprise
spolled his aim.

At once Milly urged her horse over

fire.

Though surprised, the bandits were
on thelr feet with ready guns in an In-
stant. Seelng only the unarmed girl

Iy called to his followers not to ahoot,

and stood gazing at the gllent figure.
Milly's eye went rapldly round the

camp—she had no thought of danger

with sharp eyes every spot on the

to herself—and she saw with joy, be-
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the edge of a small gully, and with the |

spring landed in safety among a group | ping close to her and leading her
of men lying st ease around a camp | Lorse to the lght. “Well, we don't

on the panting horse, the leader sharp !

| of her audlence that she had made a
| #8ood  lmpression, and went om:
| “There’'s what | came for,” pointing
| to the bound figure, “he could pot
come to me, so | came to him."
“"Ob, bim!” sald the leader, step

want the fool. He wouldn't have
been hurt If he had stopped when he
was told to. But if he was coming to
you—"

He broke off awkwardly, probably
nearer to paying a compliment than
he had been for many a year, but the
girl's heart Jeaped at the word “hurt,”
and in an Instant she was off the
aaddle, and bending over the wound-
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her part to the end, as she had begun,
and sald with as much of a laugh as
she could summon up:

“I'l wrap him up and carry him."

Her laugh was echoed bolsterously,
and one of the men hapnded her a
flask of liquor, which Milly took
gratefully, and forcing a little be-
tween the clenched teeth, soon saw
with joy the color return to his
cheeks and his eyes open with sur-
prise at his surroundings. Aslde from
the broken arm bhe was unburt.

Fearing he might spoil the good
effect she felt she had made with the
robbers, she whispered to him to be
sllent, and the man, still only half con-

scious, obeyed her.

A Christmas Carol.

There's a wong in the air!

There's a star In the aky!

There's a mother's desp praysr

And s baby's low ery!

And the mtar rains s fAre with the
Benutiful »sing,

For the manger 01 Bethlehom cradles &
King.

Thero's a tumult of Joy

Q'er the wonderful tirth,

For the virgin's swoat boy

Is the Lord of the earth.

Ay! the star ralos ite fire and the
Beautiful sing,

For thlc manger of Bethlehem oradies »

King,

In the light of that star,

Liethe sgea Impearied;

And that pong from afar

Has swept over the world,

E\'Cl‘{ Pu:rt I aflame, and the Beautl-
u

ng
In the homes of the nations that Jesus
is King.

We rejolce In the light,

And wa ocho the mong

That comen down through the night
From the hanwmlf throng.

Ay! :n shout to the lovely evangel they

ring.
And we ‘."t“ in His cradle our Bavior
and ng.
‘—Jouhh Glibert Holland.

As well as she was able, she bound
up the Injured arm In such &4 way as
to ease the paln, and supporting his
head on her prm she walted anxiously
for the cutcome of the adventure.

While Mily was ministering to her
jover, the blllhl'lnl':l!: had bl!nd c:l?n.-
Jerring a_little tance, an
leader n?:w cuﬁ forward and spoke
to her with a little harshness in his
tonos:

“The men say you know our hiding
places, and if we let you go yon may
inform on us. Who are you, and who
is this chap?

“My name s Milly Wickham, and
this I8 Frank Goodwin,” the girl
answered. “My father's place s only
a few miles over there,” Indlcating.
"Frank is a herder with Bhepstone,
and we're to be married in February,
I'll never say anything of this, belleve
me, and ] promise for him. You can
irust us.”

“We've got to trust you If we let
you go, but, by ——, il you ever say
a word about where you found us,
we'll get you, be sure of that. Do yon
uniderstand? Not a word, even to
your father, and don't ever ride this
vay agaln. Wil you swear?”

Gladly Mllly gave the promise,
and ropeated after the man a rough
formuia calllng down vengeance on
berself and her friends if she ever
violated the oath. And well she knew
how féarful wounld be the vengeance
of these men If through her  thelr
hiding placo shounld be found.

Tales are still told In Australin of
alrocities wreaked by these outlaws on
persons whom théy even suspected of
betraying them, and rarely was o gung
of desperadoes so utterly wiped out
that none survived to do the work of
vengeance. Milly felt gratitude toward
these men, in addition to fear, for her
enterprise had been extraordinaxily
successful,

Then the leader of the gang gave
her her dismissal, leading up the tired
horse, which had stood patiently walt-
Ing.

“Now, you've got to get him home
on your own horse, W% can’'t spare
ore of ours,” sald the man. Hel
carry you both all right, though you
rode him pretty hard. Must have
bogn In & hurry, weren't you?" with a
chuckle at the pleasantry.

And Milly in her joy looked up in
his face and smiled with him, too
pleased at her success to be afrald
of his rough, bearded face and un-
hempt balr, which in the growing
Hght she could almost see plainly.
‘Well might she be proud of her
night's work.

Frank, stlll bardly consclous, was
lifted onto the horse in front of Milly,
and the palr started out at & walk to
cover the many miles she had ridden
50 fast a few hours before.

Stern Injunctions from the rangers
not to look back on their journey
were strictly obeyed, and in the dawn
the palr went homeward, Milly sup-
porting In her arms—as she often
told bhusband In after years—the

‘Bushranger's’ Christmaas GifL"”

——




